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Concentratlon Camp
ox Relocatlon Centexr’
What's in a Name?

by James Hirabayashi, Ph.D.

Three men at
Jerome
Concentration
Camp in
Arkansas
look past
barbed wire
enclosure. Dr.
and Mrs.
Masaru
Masuoka

- « Collection.

It was almost 20 years ago when I read an article by Dexter Waugh in the San
Francisco Examiner titled "Semantic debates on war camps” (May 7, 1976). The issue revolved
around the use of terminology on a plaque commemorating Tule Lake as a state historic land-
mark. At that time | exchanged several letters with the chair of the State Historical Resources
Commussion, a fellow anthropologist, who voted against the use of the term “concentration

camp”, saying that he did not believe in editorializing on these plaques. I argued that we
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should call them what Webster calls them: “places
where political prisoners are placed under armed
guards.” Furthermore, to use “relocation center” was
actually editorializing as 1t 1s a cuphemism used by
those governmental officials who had stripped the
Japanese  Americans of their basic constitutional
rights.  The debate had begun in 1973, when
Manzanar was established as a state historic site, in
arguments before the State Historical Resources
Commuission. The late Edison Uno, as a spokesper-

son for JACL, appeared to state our case. Although

Inmates at Heart Mountain Concentration camp await their transfer
to Tule Lake camp in California where those who answered “no” to
a controversial “loyalty questionaire” were taken. September 27,
1943. Yosho Sakurai Collection.

the Commission voted against the plea of the
Japanese Americans at these hearings, the State
Director of Parks and Recreation overruled the
Commission and the term “concentration s:nmp"

appears on both plaques.

In 1981, Raymond Okamura submitted a compre-

hensive essay on the subject to the Commission on

Wartime Relocation and Internment of Civilians in
Seattle. It was subsequently published as “The
American  Concentration  Camps: A Cover-Up
Through Euphemistic Terminology™ (The Journal of
Ethnic Studies 10:3, 1982). Terminological usage
continued to be discussed in subsequent actions relat-
ed to the incarceration of the Japanese Americans such
as the annual piig:'im;lgcs. the n‘pml of Execurive
Order 90066, the Redress Movement and the coram
nobis court cases (Fred Korematsu, Gordon

Hirabayashi, Minoru Yasui). In view of the discus-

&

sion over the years, it seems strange that we are still

dcl\;uing the use of terms dcscril!ing this event.

Let us review the main points of the debate. Over
120,000 residents of the US.A., two thirds of whom
were American citizens, were incarcerated under
armed guard. There were no crimes committed, no
trials, and no convictions: the Japanese Americans
were political prisoners. To detain American citizens
in a site under armed guard surely constitutes a “con-

centration camp.” But what were the terms used by the
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government officials who were involved in the process
and who had to jusufy these actions? Raymond
Okamura provides us with a detailed list of terms.
Let's consider three such euphemisms: “evacuation,”
relocation,” and “non-aliens.” Earthquake and flood
victims are evacuated and relocated. The words refer

o I!!l\\'il1g I,'!L‘Dl‘lt‘ in ()I'L{l.‘!' (O rescue .ll‘lL‘I }‘I‘O[(‘L‘i [Ill.‘l'l‘l

from danger.

The official government policy makers consistently

used “evacuation” to refer to the forced removal of the

o |

Perhaps the most obvious

Boy Scouts at Manzanar, ca 1943, Toshio Yatsuhiro
Collection.

armed guards. The masking was intentional. Perhaps
the most obvious circumlocution was the use of the
term "non-alien” This phrase appeared on vellow
notice sheets atfixed to telephone poles announcing
the removal orders: “Pursuant to the provisions of
Civilian Exclusion Order No. 92, this Headquarters,
dated May 23, 1942, all persons of Japanese ancestry,
both aliens and non-alien, will be evacuated from the
above area by 12 o'clock noon, PW.T,, Saturday, May

30, 1942

Exactly what does “non-alien” mean? To whom does
it refer? Of course, it is a ecuphemism for citizen! Since

they were nullifying the constitutional rights of

circumlocution

was the use of

Japanese Americans and the sites were called "reloca-
tion centers.” These are euphemisms (Webster: “the
substitution of an moftensive term for one considered
ufﬂ‘nsivcl_\-' explicit”) as the terms do not imply forced

removal nor incarceration in enclosures patrolled by

the term “non-alien.”

Japanese Americans, it is clear why the government

officials did not wish to use the term citizen.
According to Okamura, euphemistic language accom-
plished a number of objectives for using the terms:

(I) 1t sidetracked legal and constitutional challenges;



The lesson here is that the abrogation ol rights 1or any

[.I}‘.Illl\l .‘n]ll\ll\'.l” N.HI\III.I' .\1I:‘11'II|I\ LJII.II|I"I]‘|

(2) 1t allowed the govern-

ment to maintain a decent '
public image; 3) 1t helped
lead the victims into willing
cooperation; (4) 1t permitted
the white civilian employees
to  work without self-
reproach and (S5) it kept the
historical record in the gov-
ernment’s favor. In spite of
the official use of the
l‘uphcniisn\ “relocation cen-
ter,” however, many govern-
ment officials actually used
the term concentration camp
including President Franklin
. Roosevelt, General
Dwight D, Eisenhower,
Secretary of the Interior
Harold  Ickes,

General Francis Biddle and

Attorney

Supreme Court Justices Owen Roberts, Hugo Black
and Tom Clark.

The harm in continuing to use the government's
cuphemisms is that 1t disguises or softens the reality
which subsequently has been legally recognized as a
grave error. The action abrogated some fundamental
principles underlying the Constitution, the very doc-
ument under which we govern ourselves. This erosion
of fundamental rights has consequences for all cit-
zens of our society and we must see that 1t 1s never

re Pl‘." L'd .

Some have argued that the Nazi Germany camps dur-

Inmates are seen here trudging through the mud of the Tule
Lake concentration camp in California in 1945, Jack Iwata
Collection.

Japanese Americans did not suffer the harsh fate of
the Jews in the terrible concentration camps or death
thllnl\.* \\'I'IL"'L‘ Nilz]‘ (](‘I‘l]‘l.ll])’ pll.]L‘[].\_l‘\-I d }‘“I[‘ll.\' Ut-
genocide.  Although the loss of life was minimal n
America’s concentration camps, it does not negate the
reality of the unconstitutional incarceration of
Japanese American citizens. Michi and Walter
Weglyn's  rescarch  concerning  Nazi Germany's
euphemisms for their concentration camps revealed
such phrases as “protective custody camps,” “recep-
tion centers,” and “transit camps.” Ironically, two Nazi

cuphemisms were identical to our government’s usage:

citizen is an erosion oi rights 1or all citizens.

ing the Holocaust were concentration camps and to
refer to the Japanese American camps likewise would

be an affront to the Jews. It is certainly true that the

“assembly centers” and “relocation centers’ .
[t might be well to point out, also, that the Nazis were

not operating under the US. Constutution.




Comparisons usually neglect to
point out that Hitler was operat-
ing under the rules of the Third
Reich. In America all three
branches of the U.S. government,
ostensibly operating under the
US. Constitution, ignored the
Bill of Rights in order to incar-

cerate Japanese Americans.

Detention camps” and “intern-
ment camps” have also been used
to refer to the concentration
camps. These terms are prefer-
able to “relocation center” as
they both imply involuntary con-
finement. However, Aiko Herzig
as well as Brian Niya in Japanese
American History (p. 176) argue
that the term “internment
camps” should be reserved for
the justice department intern-
ment camps. The largest of them
was the Crystal City, Texas camp
which housed Issei men with
families who opted to stay with

them as well as a group of

Japanese Peruvians.  Other

internment camps were in Santa
Fe, New Mexico; Fort Stanton,
New Mexico; Fort Missoula,
Montana; Fort Lincoln, North
Dakota; Kenedy, Texas; and
Kooskia, Idaho.

It has been over fifty years since
the incarceration of Japanese
Americans and the issue of ter-
minology was first raised. Now,
as the Museum prepared to
mount an exhibition on our
wartime  experience,  Karen

Ishizuka, the  curator, consulted
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be examined accurately,
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with the Museum'’s exhibit team, other staff, members
of the Japanese American and Jewish American com-
munities, and representatives of the general pu[‘rli;‘.

The decision was to use the words concentration

It is critical that this important period in U.S.

camp and incarceration to refer to the experience of
Japanese Americans during World War I, The use of
ru}\hcmin‘ms such as assembly, reception, relocation,
resettlement and evacuation will be disavowed except

as reference to government usage.

The mission of the Japanese American National

Museum 1s to “make known the Japanese American

u
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experience as an integral part of our nation’s heritage
to improve understanding and appreciation for
America’s ethnic and cultural diversity.” This story will

be told from the perspective of Japanese Americans

without the use oif euphemisms

but it will be presented within the larger context of
American history. It is critical that this important
period in U.S. history be examined accurately, without
the use of euphemisms.

A basic aim of the Museum is educational. In this
process, the staff of the Museum and the public that
it serves must learn about our past, together rejoicing
in our triumphs and learn-
ing from our errors. We
need to recognize when
our country strays from its
fundamental pt‘mriplm

and to insure that 1t will

not happen in the future.
The lesson here 1s that the
abrogation of rights for
any citizen is an erosion of

rights for all citizens. < ®

James A. r'hr'df?.-{\urs;::, Ph.D., s
the Museum’s Chief Curator. A
Harvard University graduate in
anthropology, Dr. Hirabayashi is
,”rqr;'ccnr Emeritus  at San
Francisco State University where
he was Dean of the nation f\'_hm
school Ll‘f- FEthnic Studies, He has
also held rescarch and teaching
positions at the University of
Ink_\'\\ ]gf]pl”!, and University of

Zaria, {\"{g;'r'r}i, Africa

Two girls in front of their barracks at Heart Mountain concentration camp, September 20,
1942, Sally R. Nishiyama Collection.
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